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POLITICAf; MANEUVERING 

The pol i t ical  bat t le  
expected to i n t e n s i f y  t h i s  month, w i t h  t h e  Nat ional  fnetitutea of 
Health (NIH) set to propose g u i d e l i n e s  for grantee@ who want to work 
with stem cells and a federal ethics panel expected to release a 
report endorsing f e d e r a l  funding for stem cell experhnts. 

With these even t s  likely to accelerate t h e  debate, groups on both are 
sides s tepping  up t h e i r  efforts to i n f luence  dec i s ion  makers on 
Capi to l  H i l l .  

Last week, Sen. Sam Brownback, R-KS, held a press conference to 
denounce NIH's decision to fund experiments v i t h  stem cells der ived  
from human embryos, arguing  t h a t  a federal law that forbids NIH from 
support ing work with the embryos themselves a p p l i e s  to their 
byproducts as w e l l .  Brownback presented  a "pos i t i on  paper '  denouncing 
s t m  cell L ~ J P Q ~ L C - ~ I  that was u~idursed by a v a r ' i d  yroup uf signatories 
inc luding  ethicists, clergy, academics and former government 
officials. 

On t h e  o t h e r  side of the issue, a c o a l i t i o n  of p a t i e n t  advocacy 
groups recently organized t o  lobby for 8 t e m  cell research is holding 
a briefing session today far congressional s t a f f  to extol t h e  
t h e r a p e u t i c  potential of stem cell exper-nts. The P a t i e n t s '  
Coalition for Urgent Research, or Cum, is trying to convince 
lawmakers that p u b l i c  funding is justified because stem cells-- 
p r i m i t i v e  cells capable of becoming almost any t i s s u e  i n  the human 
body--could spark r evo lu t iona ry  treatments for people who s u f f e r  from 
diabetes, Paskineon's diseaee, heart d i s e a s e  and a host of other 
debilitating a f f l i c t i o n s -  

The main battleground is expected t o  b the FY 2000 appropriations 
b i l l  for NIH,  which for t h e  past f e w  years has included a l eg is la t ive  
rider forbidding t h e  agency from suppor t ing  research in which 
"embryos are destroyed, discarded or knowingly subjected to r i a k  of 
injury 01: death-" However, n e i t h e r  side has revealed a s t r a t e g y  for 
achieving t h e i r  aims. 

A t  h i s  press conference last week, Brownback s t u c k  w i t h  the n w  
s tandard  s c r i p t  of congressional opponents of stem cell research, 
which involves attacking t h e  NIH decision support s l t e m  cell  
experiments as a v i o l a t i o n  of the law as its now w i t t e n .  

"The r e sea rch  being proposed by NIB on human embryonic B t e m  cells is 
immoral, i l legal  and unnecessary,' ' Brownback said in a prepared 
statement. "Today, there is some confueion over the simple language 
of the (embryo r e s e a r c h )  ban. This language is clear. The law is 
clear. " 
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The p o s i t i o n  paper proffered by Brownback aseerts that "Congress and 
t h e  c o u r t s  should ensu re  that t h e  law is properly i n t e r p r e t e d  and 
enforced t o  ban federal funding for  research which hamsr des t roys  or 
is dependent upon the d e s t r u c t i o n  of human embry06.~  AmDng those 

former Food and Drug Administration CommiSsioner Frank Young and the 
hetad of the Center of C l i n i c a l  Bios th ica  at Geargetawn Univmrsi ty ,  
Edmund Pe l legr ino .  

But w h i l e  opponents contend that t h e  embryo ban clearly applies to  
stem cell research, some of them admit p r i v a t e l y  t h a t  t h e y ' r e  boxed 
i n  by the NIH move. They no te  that the legal i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
support ing N I H - - t h a t  s t e m  cells are not embryos and thus are not 
covered by t h e  ban--would be d i f f i c u l t  to fight i n  court. A t  t h e  same 
time, they say  attempting t o  reword the ban so t h a t  it specifically 
m n t i o n s  s t e m  cells could  be p e r i l o u s ,  since such a Mwe c o u l d  be 
v i e w e d  as a t ac i t  admission that the  NfH i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  has so- 
merit. T h i s  percept ion ,  t hey  say, would be p a r t i c u l a r l y  damaging t o  
their cause if t h e  rewrite failed. 

O n e  option under consideration i s  t o  focus on t h e  guidel ine8 NIH is  
set to release i n  the next  couple  of weksr, w h i c h  will dictate such 
t h i n g s  as t h e  process grantees must follow in ob ta in ing  stem cells 
for their research .  Opponents may attempt to add language to the NIH 
funding bill that would attempt to block f e d e r a l  funding for stem 
cell expexiraents by forbidding N I H  f r o m  spending any money to  
implement the  gu ide l ines .  

Meanwhile, t h e  National  Bioethics Advisory C d s s i o n  (NBAC), which 
later this m n t h  i s  expected t o  release its assessment of the ethics 
of stem cell research, is providing fodder €or both sides-  

endorsing the paper are former Surgeon General C. Evere- 3 

Those favoring stem cell research are heartened by the  fact NBAC 
appears close to adopting a position that would allow federally- 
supported stem cell experiments to i nc lude  work directly with human 
embryos, as long as the embryos =re o r i g i n a l l y  created for 
infertility treatments and would be diecarded were they not donated 
t o  science. 

But opponents have s e i z e d  on language i n  an e a r l y  draft of the 
commission's s t i l l - e v o l v i n g  report on atem cells as supportive of 
t h e i r  arguments a g a i n s t  t h e  NIH i n i t i a t i v e .  The draft sta tes  that "as 
long as embryos are destroyed as part of t h e  research enterprise, 
researchers using  embryonic stem cells (and those who fund them) w i l l  
be complicit i n  t h e  death of embryos." The head of NBAC, Pr ince ton  
Univers i ty  Pres ident  Harold Shapiro, said t h a t  while  he supports 
funding for both u8e and derivat ion,  he t h i n k s  the report should be 
reworded to i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a di f fe rence  between reaearch  t h a t  
involves e x t r a c t i n g  stem cells f r o m  embryos and that which involves 
work exc lus ive ly  w i t h  stem cells. 

Richard Doerf l inger  of the National Conference of Catho l i c  Bishops 
said any attempt by NBAC t o  alter the draft language will be seen as 
"fuzzing-up t h e i r  position for the political purpose of playing  ball 
with NIH." Doerf l inger  also said the fact t h a t  some comissioners 
don't want ea rule  o u t  t h e  creation of embryos solely for research 
purposes gives the appearance t h a t  NaAC ie biased in favor of stem 
cell research and could d i l u t e  t h e  pol i t ical  in f luence  of any 
r e c o m n d a t i o n  it makes. 
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Even though NBAC has yet to i s s u e  a f i n a l  recommendation, the draft 
reposrt already has prompted the chair of the House Comnrerce 
Committee, R e p -  Tom Bliley, R-VA, to announce he w i l l  hold hearings 
on stem cell research. In a etatenmnt released in m y ,  Bliley said 
was "deeply concerned- about the draft recorm~endatione and "gravely 
dieappointed" that: NRAC was not considering "substitutes to using 
human embryos for scientific experimentation.p 

"Our hearing will examine t h e  Clinton administration's proposals and 
explore alternatives," B l i l e y  said. A spokesman for Bliley said t h i s  
week that the congressman still plans to hold atem cell hearinge but 
has not s e t  a date. 

Organizers of the CURe advocacy group hope to rise above the d i n  of 
the  debate by keeping lawmakers focused on the potential of stem 
cells to relieve human suffering- Dan Perry, executive director of 
t h e  Alliance for Aging Research, who is serving as chair of the 
group, has said CURe h o p e  to avoid tik-for-tat skillmiahes w i t h  
opponents by "putting a human face on this issue." 

- -Matthew Davis 

A l i o  evailabale today on the Washington Fax w b  site: 

INADEQUATE PROJECT HhNAGEMENT AT DOE RESULTS IN FREQUENT COST 
OVERRUNS, DELAYS, SAYS NATIONAL RESEARCH COUNCIL 

AMA DELEGATES ADOPT N E W  POLICY ON PATLBNT CONFIDENTIaITY IN MEDICAL 
RESEARCH 
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